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Abstract:
This presentation will share some results from a recent project which aimed to develop employability
skills for the environmental sector through extra-curricular opportunities.
A serious national shortage of field survey skills and taxonomy (identification skills) among aspiring
entrants to the profession has been noted1,2 and entry level positions in this sector generally require
evidence of prior practical experience such as voluntary work in addition to academic qualifications.
Although field-based skills development is an important part of Geography and Biology curricula, cost
and time restrictions often make it hard for students to gain experience beyond the compulsory
elements. This campus-based initiative aimed to provide flexible and accessible volunteering
opportunities for students to develop and demonstrate key employability skills3.
The initiative centred around creating an interactive database of information on campus wildlife and
biodiversity, encouraging students to see the work as important and relevant. The initial plan was to
encourage the students themselves to take the lead role in devising and carrying out data collection
activities, with support from us via regular meetings, external speakers and events such as an on-
campus meeting of the Hull Natural History Society.
Whilst the project attracted a lot of interest from students, attendance at meetings was poor and
minimal data was submitted by students. A focus group and our own observations allowed us to
identify several barriers to engagement with this extra-curricular skills development opportunity
including
 Communication problems
 Lack of time: timetabling issues
 Lack of awareness of employer requirements
 Lack of confidence and knowledge needed to plan activities themselves
1 House of Lords Science and Techology Committee (2008)
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200708/ldselect/ldsctech/162/16202.htm
2 BBSRC Bioscience Skills and Careers Strategy Panel (2009)
http://www.bbsrc.ac.uk/web/FILES/Reviews/0905_bioscience_research_skills.pdf
3 Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management (2007) What a graduate should know: survey skills
http://www.ieem.net/studentpublications.asp
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 Lack of confidence in ability to develop and use skills without direct supervision from
perceived ‘experts’
The last two points indicate a worrying lack of transfer of skills from taught modules to other
situations, and emphasize the role that this sort of extra-curricular activity could play in improving
skills transfer and developing the independence and life-long learning skills required for success in
the workplace.
